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Pontormo, Umberg and the End of the World: Painting 
and Lacan’s das Ding. 
Main Description 
The famous Transportation of Christ by Florentine Mannerist painter, Jacopo Pontormo, 
depicts a phantasmagorical swirl of figures orchestrated around an enigmatic black hole 
or void. This void looms ominously between the dead Christ figure and that of his 
grieving mother. Centuries later, the psychoanalytic dynamic of this void is echoed in the 
monochromes by the contemporary German painter Gunter Umberg.   
This dynamic is in fact identical with Zizek’s psychoanalytic mapping of Malevich’s 
painting Black Square in his book Looking Awry. And in being so can also be considered 
as a visual explication of Lacan’s concept of  das Ding, the Thing or what Kaja 
Silverman has called “the impossible nonobject of desire”. Both, Pontormo and Umberg, 
struggle or point to a struggle with the “end of the world”, that is with a rupture within 
the symbolic order. Grounded in the environmental nihilism of either 16th Century 
Mannerist Florence or 20th Century Modernist West, they visually document a weakening 
of the cultural barriers separating the real from reality and as such demonstrate the 
pictorial struggle to redefine that barrier. 
Short Description 
16th century Florentine Mannerist painter Jacopo Pontormo and the contemporary 
German painter of black monochromes, Gunter Umberg, pictorially document a struggle 
with the “end of the world”, that is with a “rupture” to the symbolic order. I propose to 
explore this tension psychoanalytically using as a focus Lacan’s concept of das Ding, the 
Thing or what Kaja Silverman has called “the impossible nonobject of desire”.  
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In the book Looking Awry the Lacanian Slavoj Zizek discusses the famous painting 
“Black Square” by the Russian painter Kasimir Malevich.i It is visually a simple painting 
depicting a black quadrilateral framed by a white border and Zizek’s discussion, 
focussing on Lacan’s concept of das Ding, the Thing, concludes with this summation, 
 
 …the barrier separating the real from reality is therefore the very condition of a minimum 
of ‘normalcy’: ‘madness’ (psychosis) sets in when this barrier is torn down, when the real 
overflows reality (as in autistic breakdown)ii  
 
Zizek had previously illustrated this “breakdown of the symbolic universe” or the “end 
of the world” by using Malevich’s painting as a pictorial diagram to describe how this 
breakdown occurs. He indicates that the white border around the black square is  
 
…‘reality’…‘the liberated nothingness,’ the open space in which objects can appear… 
[which] obtains its consistency only by means of the ‘black hole’ in its centre (the Lacanian 
das Ding)….by the change of the status of the real into that of a central lack…If the square 
occupies the whole field, if the difference between the figure and the ground is lost, a 
psychotic autism is produced.iii 
 
This pictorial and psychoanalytic construction spoken of by Zizek also occurs in two 
quite different and yet related pictorial scenarios. The first occurs in a very famous and 
typically peculiar painting by Jacopo Carrucci called Pontormo, his Deposition or 
Transportation of Christ (c.1526-28). In this painting Pontormo depicts a 
phantasmagorical spiralling swirl of figures orchestrated around an enigmatic black hole. 
Clothed in fabrics of high keyed transparent colour, the figures twist and turn impossibly 
and anxiously, and all marked by signs of unassuageable grief.  This activity hovers 
before a stark emptied surface which functions as the most rudimentary of landscape 
settings.  
The second occurrence of this particular construction described by Zizek can be seen 
in the installations of the work of the German artist Gunter Umberg. He has relentlessly 
focused on the black monochrome that icon of modernist painting. The monochrome a 
most austere of art form consists of a rectangle of a single colour and could be considered 
the painting of no-event. Painting in this rarefied oeuvre is rendered as approaching the 
degree-zero of the object, of the thing-in-itself. When installed for exhibition the painting 
as such “disappears” and instead animates the environment around itself, as frame, that 
definer of art and of arts discourse.   
 The work of Pontormo and Gunter Umberg explore and challenge that fundamental 
dialectic in painting of figure and ground, which is a dialogue between presence and 
absence, form and formlessness. Pontormo and Umberg, struggle or point to a struggle 
with the “end of the world”, that is with a rupture within the symbolic. Grounded in the 
socio-political turmoil of either 16th Century Mannerist Florence or the 20th Century 
Modernist West, they visually document both a challenged and seemingly inadequate 
visual culture and the pictorial struggle to redefine and so strengthen that weakening 
cultural barrier which symbolically works to keep separate the real from reality. A 
characteristic common to all these paintings is a profound sense of emptiness or even 
loss.  In this respect they reveal an iconoclastic or at least ambivalent relation to the 
image or rather of the representation they represent. This emptiness or void reveals the 
working of, following Zizek, the Lacan’s das Ding. But what exactly is the Thing and 
how does it function in this context? 
 
Das Ding 
 
For Lacan das Ding is situated at the heart or centre of the subjective world but,  
 
…only in the sense that it is excluded…in reality das Ding has to be posited as exterior, as 
the prehistoric Other that it is impossible to forget – the Other whose primacy of position 
Freud affirms in the form of…something strange to me, although it is at the heart of me, 
something that on the level of the unconscious only a representation can represent.iv 
 
So das Ding can be seen to function as a frame or space, a separation that opens 
between language and what it represents, between representation and what is represented. 
The Thing is that part of the real which in being named or signified is cut or marked but 
not had, possessed, or known in-itself.  It is not however simply an absence in the subject, 
it is more than that, it is an attracting absence or lack of far reaching consequences.  
Fachinelli writes 
 
…it is the result of ‘an originary splitting of the experience of the reality’ around which the 
subject’s entire world of desires will orientate itself – his absolute Other which he will 
spend his entire life unsuccessfully seeking to refind… [for] Lacan [the Thing is] an 
absence or attracting void of enormous significance, world-founding.v   
 
While it is true that das Ding functions through lack it is also true that prohibition is a 
significant element.  Prohibition can be seen as functioning through the incest taboo…the 
prohibition against the child’s merging with the Mothervi, the pre-historic Other, who can 
also be seen as the ultimate Good. Here the cost to the subject of merging is that of being 
overwhelmed as it were with “too much of a good thing” which then takes on the quality 
of the bad, the disturbing. While criticisedvii it does seem that the elements of lack and of 
prohibition are necessary. This is because the notion of das Ding involves not simply that 
of a lack seeking to fill itself but of lack for something so totally desirable as to seem 
essential and yet when approached too closely is experienced as terrifying and 
destructive.  The German poet Rilke described beauty in the first his Duino Elegies in 
terms very similar to those Lacan uses in his descriptions of the Thing,  
 
                                     Beauty is only 
                                                      the first touch of terror 
                                                                      we can still bear  
                                      and it awes us so much 
                                                      because it so coolly  
                                                                      disdains to destroy usviii 
 
In the many descriptions and discussions of das Ding articulated by Lacan within his 
Ethics Seminar none is more visually pertinent for our purposes than his metaphor of the 
vase.ix Lacan describes how the signifier grows around and is defined by the emptiness of 
the Thing rather similarly to how a vase’s function and identity are defined by and in its 
construction actually modelled around, an emptiness – in this example form and 
emptiness work are shown to work together as one.x  
In conclusion das Ding is thus like a complex blank or rather a complicated/pregnant 
void.  It is not nothing rather it is a charged nothing. And it is charged, complicated, by 
all that revolves around it as in itself it cannot be seen; – it is to quote Silverman “the 
impossible nonobject of desire”.xi  The subject, via the pleasure drive circulates around it. 
The risks to the subject getting too close can be catastrophic, with reality becoming 
threatened with being overwhelmed by the real, resulting in a disintegration of the 
symbolic order and risking what Zizek has referred to as a psychotic autism.  
 
* * * 
 
Mannerism or as it was initially described Anti-Classicismxii, and the monochrome relate 
in that they can be seen as formalist re-evaluations or responses to extreme political and 
social upheaval.xiii As such they are visual strategies aimed at questioning, restructuring 
and even reinventing a particular governing aesthetic. In other words they are involved in 
deep seated restructurings of the symbolic order to shore up or re-define an eroding or 
shaky symbolic order, which is to say they are a deep defence against “the end of the 
world.”   
 
Pontormo 
Pontormo is one of the first and most important developers of Florentine Mannerism.  
Well known for a morbid and hyper-sensitive temperament he had many personal inner 
battles with the dominant creative personality and ongoing artistic legacy of 
Michelangelo of whom he was a contemporary.xiv His development as a painter is a 
continuous yet paradoxically steady and restless progression through one stylistic 
innovation after the other.  He gradually abandons from within the conventions of High 
Renaissance balance and equilibrium and moves his picturing into ever stranger and more 
contorted ornamentations of movement and mood. In Pontormo there is a drive to an ever 
more intense and eccentric grace and elegance, to an ever more contorted and awkward 
pleasure, or jouissance, to a beauty shifting to exquisite pain.  
In the painting Transportation of Christ, widely regarded as his masterpiece, this is all 
very much in evidence. Depicting the moment when the dead Christ is being lifted from 
the lap of the Virgin, there becomes visible between the two an unexplained even 
inexplicable opening. This is literally depicted in the painting as a black hole. At odds 
with everything else in the painting it is in fact a hole representing a non-representation, a 
black void….das Ding. This void is crossed by an overlapping of hands and circled 
endlessly by a frame, a halo, a wreath of mourning figures entwined. Reaching across, 
presumably to wipe the face of the mourning Virgin, a figure instead appears to be about 
to put a cloth to plug the void opening between the two lead protagonists. The painting 
dances between a move to express loss and to define a move towards a fragile and 
unstable ornamentalism. A continuous and never-ending spiralling movement animates 
the work and generates a kind of visual nausea…nothing is grounded, all is unstable and 
shifting…colour flickers and darts crossing boundaries of flesh and clothing. Like a 
rising stream of smoke, odd pictorial and conceptual eddies diaphanously form and 
momentarily engage one’s attention only to fade, replaced by yet other views. 
As previously stated this black void around which the entire composition is 
constructed opens alarmingly between the space marking the final physical separation 
between mother and son.  A chasm opens up between the two; a hole is revealed behind 
and yet fundamental to the symbolic order, the reality depicted by the painting…the black 
shape articulates, gives a form, a name to the void, the gaping and threateningly 
omnivorous emptiness that marks proximity to the Thing. Here it is represented as an 
unmasked  kernel originally enfolded within drapery the visible/the represented…it is the 
centre, the lack around which the world of our reality necessarily revolves…and 
represents the unnameable  reality of our original encounter with inter-personal, with the 
prehistoric Other. 
 
Umberg 
Reacting to a world of rampant commoditisation and equalising Umberg in his work 
attempts to make apparent the fragile space of the separate, autonomous painting. As a 
“radical” painterxv he seeks to reinvestigate and re-establish in his practice the formal 
autonomy of the work of art and of painting in particular. In doing so he also seeks to 
reaffirm the primacy of the relation between the viewer and the physical art work itself.xvi 
This can be seen as a last-ditch attempt to define or redefine what is perceived as the 
dissolving barrier between art and life, between the symbolic and the real. 
Umberg’s distinctive black paintings are painstaking and time consuming to make. 
Built up from many layers of differing black pigments alternated with sprayed damar 
varnish the paintings are very fragile and as such easily marked or scarred. To own an 
Umberg painting becomes an exercise in care and protection.xvii  In this way the painting-
as-object can be seen as analogous to the existential fragility of the body in the world. 
Thus there is desperation in the work of Umberg in his attempt to claim not just a space 
for painting but a parallel space for objects/people.  This space is a political 
space…painting is not deadxviii but rather, in desperate need of a way to act in history.   
Umberg is a painter of extremes and of extreme control.  For many years he has 
produced only black paintings but he has also been very specific not just on how the 
paintings are exhibited but also on how they are photographed.  He has been reluctant to 
allow the photograph to act as a substitute for the seeing of the actual work and 
consequently much of the documentation of his work exists as installation shots only. 
These photographs show, almost always at a distance, the paintings in situ in the gallery. 
One aspect of this focus of the documentation is to draw particular attention to the 
painting as an installed element and so allow a wider attention to scrutinise the 
environment of the gallery as a whole.  
With Umberg’s paintings there is also an opticality. This is very evident in the actual 
installations themselves but also in the photographs. The matt, unreflective black of the 
painting begins to cut into the white of the gallery walls and look like a black hole 
causing the painting to act as a framed picture-void. Indeed it can be asked whether or not 
this void could possibly exist without the frame. This viewing reveals the paintings’ own 
range of determining frames, which in fact conflate with one another. The actual physical 
frame of the painting-in-itself merges with or meshes together with the broader 
environmental frame of the gallery, as a physical reality as well as with the defining 
conceptual or institutional frame we call art. The monochrome in this context acts as a 
stilled, seemingly erased centre encircled by an ever expanding frame. In this respect 
reality itself becomes the frame, complex ornate, distinct. It is literally defined as a frame 
by the empty core that is the monochrome.  
With the monochrome we are dealing with at least one major level of representation. 
The monochrome more than most other paintings is a painting of a “painting”. It is also a 
painting becoming object, that is a thing in the world and as such is an absenting-
painting, something very much in evidence in the installed work of Gunter Umberg. The 
monochrome thus acts as the blind centre of what can be named, understood but in and of 
itself it remains unknown, indeed unknowable. This parallels Lacan’s descriptive 
explanation of the Thing as a vase. The physical structure of the vase framing the void 
just as the physical surround of the environment encircles and defines the painting and 
visa-versa.   
In Umberg the painting is raised to the dignity of the Thingxix, where it compels 
attention and emanates an almost uncanny intensity and yet as a disappearing object 
replicates the play of the Thing within the subject.  
 
Conclusion 
Both Pontormo, in his painting The Transportation of Christ and Umberg in the 
installations of his paintings challenge what it is to see and read painting. They both work 
to extend the viewer’s participation with and perception of painting as representation. 
Two things are achieved in doing this.  The first achievement is to signal a concern with 
and then actually demonstrate, or formally and practically critique, the inadequacy of the 
current symbolic discourse to deal with the needs of that current historical time. The 
second achievement is to explore ways of how to deal with this inadequacy and so at the 
very least, gesture towards the shoring up the symbolic and prevent an overwhelming by 
the real. 
Lacan’s das Ding is a useful tool for unpacking and addressing these issues in visual 
art. It aids in the identification of a particular kind of visual tension that can then be 
related back to the question of why there is formal reworking within existing modes of 
representation in particular in times of social stress.  It also enables, by focusing on the 
functions of representation psychoanalytically for there to be a shift of attention away 
from the issues of expression and intentionality without a complete disregarding of their 
respective importances.  
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